T he Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) is currently the subject of much debate and consideration. The HIPAA applies to health care providers conducting certain financial and administrative transactions electronically (see Sidebar on page 398), health plan s, health care clearinghouses (collectively called covered entities) and their business associates, and employers sponsoring group health plans. Most covered entities must comply with the Privacy Rule by April 14, 2003. Small health plans (i.e., those with less than $5 million in annual premiums) have until April 14, 2004 to comply with the rule . The Privacy Rule creates national standards to protect individuals ' personal health information and gives clients increased access to their medical records. The HIPAA has raised numerous questions about where one can find relevant, factual information about the regulations and its ramifications to covered entities, the public, employers, and occupational health environments.
The Internet is a major resource for a variety of topic s, including relevant and factual information on HIPAA, if it comes from a reputable site, such as the federal government, a government agency, a professional society, or business entity with appropriate credentials in the field of practice. A simple AOL search (now enhanced by GoogleP'. a major search engine), results in more than 309,000 "hits" or websites related to HIPAA . Many site s are excellent resources, but the relevancy of each one must be evaluated before accepting its information as being relevant to practice. Useful sites for obtaining HIPAA information for polic y development and practice parameters are listed in this column. Transaction means the transmission of information between two parties to carry outfinancial or administrative activities related to health care. It includes the following types of information transmissions:
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• Health care claims or equivalent encounter information.
• Health care payment and remittance advice.
• Coordination of benefits.
• Health care claim status.
• Enrollment and disenrollment in a health plan.
• Eligibility for a health plan.
• Health plan premium payments.
• Referral certification and authorization.
• First Report of Injury. *
• Health claims attachments.
• Other transactions the secretary may prescribe by regulation.
Numerous other federal government resources are available about issues related to HIPAA's privacy regulations. Other relevant sites listed at the Office of Civil Rights' HIPAA page (http://www.hhs.gov/ ocr/hipaa/links.html) include: • The HHS HIPAA Administrative Simplification website (http://aspe. hhs.gov/admnsimp/Index.htm). This site provides information related to other HIPAA Administrative Simplification regulations. Users may also submit a question or view answers to previously asked questions concerning the Transactions and Code Set standards (http://aspe.hhs.gov/admn simp/bannertx.htm). 
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EFFECT ON OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH
There are many questions related to HIPAA's impact on occupational health practice. The AAOHN has published several documents and articles relating to HIPAA in the AAOHN Journal, and is in the process of providing HIPAA information in the AAOHN News and via the website at http://www.aaohn.org.
Most of the answers related to HIPAA's effect on occupational health can be found within the preamble to the regulations.
The preamble of the Federal Register (December 28, 2000, Vol. 65, No. 250 ) contains information about HIPPA which has an impact on occupational health nurses. The following is found in the text version of the HIPAA regulations at http://www.hhs. gov/ocr/part4.pdf: Comment: One commenter stated that the proposed rule did not clearly articulate whether employees who are health care providers are considered covered entities when they collect and use individually identifiable health information acting on behalf of an employer. Examples provided include, administering mandatory drug testing, making fitness-for-duty and return-to-work determinations, testing for exposure to environmental hazards, and making short and long term disability determinations. This commenter argued that if disclosing information gained through these activities requires authorization, many of the activities are meaningless. For example, an employee who fails a drug test is unlikely to give authorization to the provider to share the information with the employer.
Response: Health care providers are covered entities under this rule if they conduct standard transactions. A health care provider who is an employee and is administering drug testing on behalf of the employer, but does not conduct standard transactions, is not a covered entity. If the health care provider is a covered entity, then we require authorization for the provider to disclose protected health information to an employer. Nothing in this rule, however, prohibits the employer from conditioning an individual's employment on agreeing to the drug testing and requiring the individual to sign an authorization allowing his or her drug test results to be disclosed to the employer (p. 826401).
It behooves the occupational health nurse to read not only the HIPAA Privacy regulations, but also the entire preamble. This is where the HHS responses to questions submitted during the public comment periods for HIPAA can be found. Many citations exist related to what occupational health nurses do, and how occupational health practice may be excluded from HIPAA requirement because the occupational health nurse does not conduct one of the stated standard administrative or financial transactions (see Sidebar this page).
In addition, group plans such as short term disability, long term disability, workers' compensation, and case management activities surrounding these plans or coverages are exempted from HIPAA. However, to obtain information from employee's health care providers, the employer (and the occupational health nurse) must use a HIPAA AAOHN JOURNAL The Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) mandated that medical/health surveillance and occupational injury illness evaluation are excluded from HIPAA. However, when such examinations are furnished by providers who are covered entities, the employee must be informed by posted signage or written notice that the results of their OSHA related health examination will be shared with the employer. Again, issues related to occupational health practice are addressed within the preamble of the HIPAA privacy regulations.
Standards for Privacy of Individually Identifiable Health Information
Other information related to HIPAA's Administrative Simplification requirements is located on the HHS website at http://aspe.os. dhhs.gov/admnsimp/, and a LIST-SERV for updates to HIPAA from HHS is available at http://aspe. os.dhhs.gov/adrnnsimp/lsnotify.htrn.
